J. Fox, who is diagnosed with Parkinson's disease, added to the public calls for President Bush to rethink his administration's policies of limiting research to existing stem cell lines.
Senator John Kerry, the 2004 Democratic presidential candidate, added funding of stem cell research to his platform and noted the great potential embryonic stem cells have to save lives and cure diseases. In June of 2004, he joined with 58 senators in sending a letter to George Bush urging him to "lift the ideologically-driven restrictions on stem cell research" (Kerry, 2004) . Perhaps the point should not be that embryonic stem cells cannot be used but rather that they can only be used after a measured debate, with scientific experts and the public equally participating. The debates should be publicized, reflected on and, commented on in the media, legislative assemblies, classrooms, and homes. The benefits of the technology should not be used without a long-term view of how the new science and technology relates to the whole of humankind and human life. One should not sacrifice thoughtful debate because of the push of a scientific imperative that says if science can do it, it must do it.
The new science of reproductive technologies is unlike any scientific discovery of the past. The discoveries of bacteria and penicillin, the earth's gravitational pull, the shape of our planet, and even the evolutionary sequence of the human species fade in comparison to the breakthroughs in reproductive technologies and the use of embryonic stem cells. The new discoveries may not simply be an end in and of themselves, but they could point us to new ways of understanding the miracle of human life and the assault of diseases on the human body and how the human organisms develop and how healthy cells replace damaged cells. The challenge is to hold the integrity of human life in one hand and the promise of embryonic stem cell research in the other. The press will frame the debate in the easiest deducible form. The public is prevented from thinking in new ways about this new science and asking different questions. Instead, it becomes part of the all-toofamiliar debate over elective abortion and the idea that those who have already formulated a prolife or prochoice stance need not consider it further. The issue is readily dismissed and becomes yet another casualty to the culture war over abortion. Society has allowed the press and political contenders to frame the issue and the debate. In the long term, society has been cheated out of time for careful consideration of and deliberation on this important issue.
What can one do to sharpen and expand the debate? First, look to the tremendous role professional nursing can play. Champion thoughtful debate and reflection and urge the government to do what it can and must legitimately do: set standards for human action and accountability for public funding and protect all people from potential abuse. Various parameters of the issue must be sufficiently explored, and ethical considerations must be heard. It may not be beneficial in light of the potential of embryonic stem cells to cure diseases to apply scientific brakes; however, it would be beneficial to proceed with caution and respect for human life in all its rudimentary forms. Some might say that life must beget life and that stem cell research can, in the long run, be justified if its terminal objective is life giving (i.e., finding a cure for the many recalcitrant diseases, such as Parkinson's, spinal cord injuries, and Alzheimer's). If the prime intent for the creation of a human embryo is implantation and possible pregnancy, then are there sound ethical grounds to use discarded embryos for stem cell research?
In Europe, where the issue of embryonic stem cell research is complicated because of a patchwork of legislation and regulations, three main ethical questions have emerged: (a) Does the production or use of human embryos in research threaten human dignity? (b) Might therapeutic cloning lead to a commercialization of human eggs or embryos? and (c) To what extent do human embryos and fetuses in their early stages have the right to protection? (Evers, 2002, p. 1) . Many European cultures hold a basic tenet that "humans shall not be treated merely as the means to an end but also as ends in themselves" (Evers, 2002 (Evers, , p. 1579 .
There is much work to be done in this country to acquaint citizens with the questions one must ask before accepting a new technology or discovery. Embryonic stem cell research has opened the door to consideration of many other new reproductive technologies. As scientists, policy makers, and the public strive to find common ground, nurses, who see the results of so many incurable diseases daily, must penetrate beyond the political rhetoric of sound bites and easy answers. The issues surrounding embryonic stem cell research are indeed complex and require thoughtful consideration. Research should only proceed once the far-reaching ethical parameters have been explored and debated. Carole P. Jennings, PhD, RN, FAAN Founding Editor-in-Chief
